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The Prevention of Literature 


In 1946, George Orwell wrote an essay called “The Prevention 
of Literature.” 

It is included in the Collected Essays, Journalism, and Letters, 
a four-volume work, and available at www. georgeorwell.org, 
online. 

In it, he says writers are not silenced by active persecution so 
much as by the general drift of society. 


The sort of things that are working against him are the 
concentration of the press in the hands of a few rich men, 
the grip of monopoly on radio and the films, the 
unwillingness of the public to spend money on books, 
making it necessary for nearly every writer to earn part of 
his living by hackwork, the encroachment of official bodies 
like the M.O.I. [Ministry of Information] and the British 
Council, which help the writer to keep alive but also waste 
his time and dictate his opinions, and the continuous war 
atmosphere of the past ten years, whose distorting effects 
no one has been able to escape. Everything in our age 
conspires to turn the writer, and every other kind of artist as 
well, into a minor official, working on themes handed down 
from above and never telling what seems to him the whole 
of the truth. But in struggling against this fate he gets no 
help from his own side; that is, there is no large body of 
opinion which will assure him that he's in the right. 


I'd say the general societal drift has continued in the same 
direction. If anything, the situation is more perilous for a literary 
writer now than conditions were for George Orwell in 1946. He 
published Animal Farm in 1945 and Nineteen Eighty-Four in 1949. 
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His books are in print. 

His stature has grown, since then. 

The phrase Orwellian has entered the language. To describe 
totalitarian government, media monopolies, the manipulation of 
public opinion for political ends, and the disingenuousness of 
political propaganda and commercial advertising. 


There are now seven publishers to send your work to, and they 
aren’t book publishers in the conventional sense, they are corporate 
conglomerates. 

What is a conglomerate? 

A conglomerate is an enterprise that contains several different 
businesses, or even industries, like books, films, and television 
programs. 

Books used to criticize films or television. It’s harder to do if 
the company that publishes your book also owns the company you 
are criticizing, or making fun of, and one does not see books like 
Inside New York Publishing or New York Publishing Confidential. 

Why not? Well, you don’t bite the hand that feeds you. 

A writer can be fearless about attacking any subject except the 
conditions writers work under. That’s taboo. 

One taboo destroys your engine. You destroy it yourself by 
heeding it. It is corrosive. You eat your own mechanism from the 
inside out. Any thought can lead in the wrong direction. 
Censoring yourself is tricky. It can’t be done halfway. In fora 
penny, in for a pound. A writer censors himself. To get published. 

This is the most pernicious effect corporate ownership of book 
publishing companies has on the inner life of writers, or the writing 
life, if writing is a life of the mind, that seeks to get at, and witness 
to, the truth, as an existential act. 

If that’s what you want to do you’re in the wrong business. 

If you’re a writer, that’s what you must do. You must find a 
way to write about it. And publish it. 

You must fight. 


You’re in the right business. 

You’re in the right place at the right time. You’re in the 
vanguard, the avant-garde, the avant-garde is the cowcatcher on the 
train. 


Getting at the truth may be an unintended side-effect of book 
publishing, but it’s not its raison d’étre. Its raison d’étre is 
maximizing profit. And guarding against the publishing of books 
that question profit maximization as a raison détre. Publishing 
books that protect the system from criticism from inside. 


Business majors have an us-and-them mindset. They’re in 
cahoots. You’re with them or again’ em. You can’t fake it and 
you can’t hide it. You will be found out. 

They have the latest technology. They make it their business to 
know who the enemy is, and what he’s up to. To detect threats 
before they become serious. To nip things in the bud. 

Troublemakers are selected against. They are selected out. 
How do you do that? You weigh them in the balance and find 
them wanting. On grounds of quality. 

They don’t know their craft. 

They are rank amateurs. 

They aren’t good enough. 

You select them out by not selecting them. You reject them 
with a form letter, or no reply. 


Nixon gave his enemies a sword, I give the Mall Builder 
culture an enema. Enema vérité. What you see on the end of the 
fork when you really look. 

Sometimes, to see what’s on the fork we have to eat with 
chopsticks. 


Nudity, sex, and excretion. If a writer is obscene, it’s easy to 
censor him. He’s obscene. 

All societies have standards, and protect themselves from 
violations of the norm. You can’t have offensive material floating 
around without any check on it. It harms the young. The gullible. 
The credible. The booboisie. Literature is the best that a society 
can do, not the worst, or a great sea of mediocrity. A great swamp 
of blandness and formula and titillation that knows when to stop. 


Nielsen BookScan provides data to the publishing industry on 
sales figures for books. They keep historical data on individual 
titles by authors. If an author’s last book didn’t do well, his next 
book might not be published. He has to do better every time out. 
He has to show increasing sales. If he starts high enough he can 
slip once, but the overall trend must be up. The idea of building a 
writing career slowly, book after book, is not practicable anymore. 
You’re expected to sell a lot of books, each time, and to sell more 
books, every time. 

Book chains read the numbers. If a book chain doesn’t like the 
number, they won’t order the book. If a book chain won’t order it, 
a publisher won’t buy it. Won’t acquire it. 


What they are looking for is a book that Oprah will plug on her 
television show. 

If you make fun of Oprah, or television, or a business that is 
looking for product that passes the Oprah test, your product might 
not be right for the only business you can deal with, if you want to 
have a career as a mainstream commercial writer. 

It’s the only game in town. 

There isn’t an alternative, more forgiving game, a more lenient 
standard, a softer, gentler game, it’s a game of winner-take-all, 
dog-eat-dog, Fuck you, Jack—I’m all right. 

Changed, in the movie version, to I’m All Right Jack. 
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In I’m All Right Jack, Peter Sellers plays a union shop steward 
and Terry Thomas plays an efficiency expert, or time-and-motion 
man. They work for a factory selling guided missiles to a Middle 
Eastern country. 

The difference is, writers don’t have a union. They can’t go on 
strike. They deal with the company on the company’s terms or the 
company simply excludes them. 

This is not censorship. It’s business. 

Marketplace censorship. 

Marketplace censorship isn’t censorship, it’s just the market. 
The impersonal forces of supply and demand. 

The Invisible Hand. 

The Fickle Finger of Fate. 

You were diddled by the single-digit finger-puppet. 

The invisible hand is invisible. For all you know you could be 
paranoid. 


The Professionalization of Writing as a Career 


In Disciplined Minds: A Critical Look at Salaried 
Professionals and the Soul-Battering System That Shapes Their 
Lives, Jeff Schmidt writes, 


The prospect of failing the qualifying test frightens the 
student, even the student who is best at answering the kind 
of questions used on the test. The student is frightened 
because his desired future as a professional in his field of 
interest is at stake. But he is also frightened because 
society does not guarantee his material security (except at a 
life-shortening subsistence level). It seems possible for the 
individual, if suddenly of no value to employers, to go 
overnight from a job to walking the streets, from being 
somebody to being nobody, from living in the suburbs to 
living on skid row, left to struggle for survival among the 
desperate at the bottom of society. It doesn't matter that 
such individual downfall is very unlikely; by simply 
featuring the possibility, the system announces the 
fundamental insecurity of the individual. This insecurity 
unrelentingly haunts the student studying for the qualifying 
test. The student sees professional training as his chance 
for a secure future, with status and nonalienating work, his 
life free from the threat of a nightmarish trip to the bottom 
of the heap. An important part of his past is also riding on 
the qualifying test, because no matter how many years he 
has vested in preparation, coming close to passing is worth 
nothing in terms of attaining professional status. The years 
of preparation go down the drain along with the hoped-for 
career. 


Writing has been professionalized. 

The career path for a writer is you attend a Creative Writing 
program at a good university. You network with other students 
and find a professor to act as a mentor to you. 

Your work appears in little magazines subsidized by the NEA 
[National Endowment for the Arts]. You win a fellowship to 
graduate school and get an MFA [Master of Fine Arts] in writing. 
You apply for a grant and win one. You get a job teaching writing 
at a good university. Your poems and stories are published, 
perhaps your narrative nonfiction. You get a book contract for a 
novel, or a nonfiction book, and write it. It is published to good 
reviews. Your friends give it good reviews and your old professors 
write blurbs for the dust jacket. You are on your way. 

Don’t falter. Don’t try anything new. Don’t rock the boat. 

One misstep and it’s over, as fast, seamlessly, and decisively as 
it began. 

There’s no appeal. 

You had your chance. 

You didn’t hit a home run. 

It’s not back to the minors for you. There are no more minors. 
It’s all the big leagues. If you can’t hit major league pitching, 
you're not going to make it. 

It’s play in the majors or don’t play. 

It’s either/or. 

You get one shot. 

One at-bat. 

Don’t blow it. 

So much pressure. So much pressure. 


There are two people above you in the food chain. 

Editors and agents. 

Editors are failed writers. Agents are failed editors. 

You have to get past the agent before you get to the editor. 
Then you have to get past the editor to get your book out in 
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bookstores, reviewed in the book pages, taught in college writing 
classes. 

These people are not your friend. 

They are dem. 

The MFWICs. 


Anthony Burgess wrote a book called MF once. 
It stood for Massey-Ferguson, a tractor dealer. Also for 
male/female. Also for Miles Faber, the hero. 


George Carlin did a bit on words you can’t say on television 
and all of them were regularly used by the people he looked up to, 
growing up: jockstraps, cops, and Gls. 

They weren’t trying to be profane, that was just the way they 
talked. 


Tough guys. 


Growing up. 

School, the military, work. 

You play football in high school, you serve in the military as an 
enlisted man, you go to work for a company and work until you are 
old enough to retire. 

That’s all, for a man. School, the military, work. 

You learn how to behave. You learn the rules. You learn to 
follow them. 

You have to or the bureaucrats and accountants will make your 
life miserable, the middle managers, the executives above them. 
Up on Mahogany Row. 

The writer is to a publisher as a worker is to a manager, or an 
executive. The editor is the manager. The publisher is the 
executive. 


When I was in college, I roomed with a person who was in the 
MBA [Master of Business Administration] program to get out of 
Vietnam. 

He was in favor of the war, he just didn’t want to fight in it. 
He had other priorities. 

Vietnam was for blacks, Hispanics, and poor white trash. 

It wasn’t just the business majors who felt that way. 

To me, people in the MFA program were business majors. 

They were learning to game the system. They were 
ticketpunchers, apparatchiks, who sang the company fight song, to 
get ahead, or to keep their dachas and their chit books at the 
nomenklatura store. 

They were like the members of the Soviet Writers Union who 
voted to expel Solzhenitsyn when the party bosses told them to, or 
the East German writers who informed on each other to the secret 
police. 

You and me are pals—huh, Spike? 


I thought I would come up the way Henry Miller did, or Jack 
Kerouac. 

Perhaps Hubert Selby, Jr. Or William S. Burroughs. 

I would write a book like Naked Lunch. 

Last Exit to Brooklyn. On the Road. Tropic of Cancer. 


MF stands for motherfucker. 

MFWIC is motherfucker what’s in charge. 

You can’t say motherfucker on television. 

It was me versus the MFWICs, the writer versus the War Heads 
in publishing, the media of mass communication, arts agencies and 
cultural foundations, and university Creative Writing programs and 
English departments. 

If you said that in college you failed the qualifying test. 
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I said that in college and failed the qualifying test. 


I was a graduate fellow in anthropology. I had a three-year 
NDEA fellowship. [National Defense Education Act.] 

I stole the last year of my three-year fellowship. 

I signed up for Thesis, to draw the stipend, stayed an home, and 
taught myself to write. 

I wrote two books and started a third. 

Then I went to work as a laborer in a feldspar mine. 


My last two permanent jobs were custodian and handyman. 

I was a custodian at a community behavioral heath care center. 

I updated Edward Sapir’s essay, “Psychiatric and Cultural 
Pitfalls in the Business of Getting a Living.” Work makes you 
crazy. 

Writing is a business. 


Self-Publishing as an Alternative 


In 1976, I published the chapbook Playing Hurt. 

I have now published 239 pamphlets, chapbooks, fliers, and 
four-page sheets. 

Since March 18, 2000 I have published 193 books on the 
worldwide web, and written six that were held-in-abeyance (HIA). 
The current book, WORKINGMAN’S BLUES NO. 2, will be 194. 
It’s at The Daily Bulletin (www.thedailybulletin.com). 

If I hadn’t redacted myself, I would have published 200 books 
on the worldwide web. 

I publish them online, daily, as I write them, and reply to reader 
comments, in the books. 

I mail the pamphlets out to my coterie of steadfast readers, the 
Buzzard Cult, and give them away at crafts shows and street fairs, 
open-mike poetry readings and writers conferences like this one. 

One pamphlet, Charles Bukowski, was published by Black 
Sparrow Press, to give away to friends of the press. I received ten 
copies, as payment, and gave them all away. 

I think I kept one but I can’t find it. 


I have published ten books. 


Screed, Vagabond Press, 1981 
Common Sense, Mixed Breed, 1985 
Full Plate, Mixed Breed, 1985 

Blue Darter, Mixed Breed, 1985 
Lost Writings, Mixed Breed, 1985 
Evil Genius, Mixed Breed, 1986 


ee Ye 
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7. Open Book, Mixed Breed, 1986 
8. Forty, Popular Reality, 1987 


9. Bukowski Never Did This: A Year in the Life of an 
Underground Writer and His Family, LitVision Press, 2005 


10. Adventures in the Underground, Volume 3 of the Postcards 
From Pottersville anthology series, Pottersville Press, 2007 


I have some Bukowski Never Did This left but I sold, or gave 
away, all my copies of Adventures in the Underground. 


One time I had a booth at Oktoberfest. I had ten self-published 
pamphlets, on display. A co-worker, a nurse, looked at my 
pamphlets, looked at me, and said, “Are you our custodian? Do 
you have a secret life?” 

My cover was blown. I quit my job. 

It wasn’t that I said anything bad about my co-workers, or my 
managers, but now that my secret was out, I couldn’t write at work. 
My co-workers, and managers, would think I was writing about 
them. 

Also, they would get curious, and look me up on the worldwide 
web, and find out I was writing about them. 

They would find out what I thought about the company. 
Working conditions. The work. 

If your co-workers and managers find out what you think about 
work it makes it uncomfortable for you. They make it 
uncomfortable for you. Who do you think you are? 

A writer? A truth-teller? Someone who speaks truth to power? 

No wonder you’re a janitor. 
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Frank Zappa said in every town there’s someone who knows 
what’s going on, but people think he’s a creep. And he’s the only 
one who knows. 

I was the town creep. The village creep. 

Crispin Glover playing Bartleby the Scrivener. 


I think publishers feel that if you write that way about your co- 
workers and managers, at work, if they publish you, you’ll write 
that way about them. 

I think they fear that. 

Fish tremble at the sound of my name. 


One time I was on a work detail at Keesler AFB, supervising a 
latrine-cleaning detail, and the two airmen I was supervising were 
throwing a wet toilet brush back and forth, and the lieutenant, who 
was supervising me, came around the corner and the toilet brush hit 
him in the head. 

He was mad. 

He said, “God damn it, airman, what if I had been the major.” 

He was worried about what his supervisor would think. 

That’s the corporate way. Everybody is worried about the 
person above him in the pecking order and ragging on the person 
below him in the pecking order. 

The writer has to please the agent, the agent has to please the 
editor, the editor has to please the publisher. 

The publisher has to achieve double-digit growth every quarter. 
The publisher has to maximize profits. The publisher has to 
answer to the stockholders. 

The publisher is worried about the bottom line. 

Sometimes I call the Buzzard Cult Benthos, or Bottom Feeders. 

It’s no insuperable burden to pay the reader to read your work, 
Henry Miller said. 


The motto of the Jack Saunders School of Fiction Writing is, 
“Will write for food, will write for free, will pay to write.” 
If you’re not willing to pay to write you’re in the wrong field. 


Because what you give up when you take money for your work 
is control of the work. 

You exchange control for money. 

Control of the content, control of the schedule, control of the 
way it’s publicized, control of the cover art. 

Control of the title. 

They changed the title of Charles Willeford’s The Director to 
The Woman Chaser. 


I don’t get paid to write, but I got paid to write, once. And 
might again. 


The better you do as a small press writer the more you 
stigmatize yourself in New York’s eyes. 

You can’t use a small press book to launch yourself with New 
York. They don’t translate. You can’t get there from here. 


The novel is about conflict. The conflict between ambition and 
opportunity. What you want to accomplish and what it’s possible 
for you to do, with what you have. Jakeleg and for-the-nonce. 
Half-assed and piecemeal. Homemade. 


I’m going to write such a novel next, when I finish writing 
WORKINGMAN’S BLUES NO. 2. I’m going to call it WORK. 
That’s the theme. Vocation and career in conflict. 
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Blessed is the man who’s found his work, Carlyle said. 

Purity of heart is to will one thing, Kierkegaard said. 

We are responsible to eternity. 

You have to make your work your vocation. Be happy in your 
work. 


Who said that? The Jap in The Bridge on the River Kwai. 
Be happy in your work. 
I’m happy 


Why wouldn’t I be happy? 
I have found my work. 
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The Sack and the Blacklist 


“Fear of the sack keeps modern, Western man in line,” George 
Orwell wrote. 

The sack and the blacklist. 

I was fired for blogging at my last four jobs, and I didn’t have a 
computer at two of them. 

I thought about the writing in my head at work. 

Then I typed up what I wrote in my head at work when I got 
home, and posted it at my web site. 

I wrote about dem. 

All they had to do was look up my name in a search engine and 
there I was, committing vocational hara-kiri. 


My last job I was a handyman at the L. A. (Lower Alabama) 
Folk Life Center. I called myself the Anthropologist-in-Residence 
(AIR). I wrote a piece called the Anthropologist-in-Residence 
(AIR) Creed. 

I advised people to study their jobs like an anthropologist 
studies an unknown tribe, then spill the goods on the company. Air 
dirty linen. Out the managers. 


I think the bossman read that and thought I meant to do that, 
there. 

I did mean to do it. 

I was laid off. 

Since I hadn’t done anything wrong, I was able to to go on 
unemployment. 

I drew unemployment for a year. 

It was like winning a fellowship. I was an AIR Fellow. 


Isaac Bashevis Singer called himself a luftmensch. An 
impractical person, who lived on air, or with his head in the clouds. 
I won a luftmensch grant. I was a luftmensch. 


Paranoia is characterized by persecution mania and delusions 
of grandeur. 

I call myself the poster boy for marketplace censorship. 

I say I am to the Mall Builder culture as Solzhenitsyn was to 
the Russian state. 

That ain’t been proved yet, as Faulkner says. 

Still, could none of my books have been good enough to 
publish? Or is something else working, here? 


Nelson Algren said it used to be if a writer went Hollywood he 
had sold out, but now, if you write what New York wants you have 
sold out. New York is Hollywood. 

New York is Hollywood, books are television, the writer is a 
movie star, or a rock star. The bookstore in the mall is the Gap and 
the Internet is the bookstore in the mall. 


Who’s Nelson Algren? 

Nelson Algren sold two books to Hollywood. A Walk on the 
Wild Side and The Man with the Golden Arm. 

He felt like Hollywood (1) screwed him on the money, and (2) 
made a botch of the movie, by departing from the book. 

He vowed never again to sell a book to Hollywood unless he 
(1) got a fair shake on the money, and (2) retained artistic control 
of the book. 

He said Hollywood wouldn’t buy a book on those terms, and if 
Hollywood wouldn’t buy it, New York wouldn’t publish it, 
because Hollywood was where the money was. 
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He said he lost heart, lost his innocence. He couldn’t bring 
himself to write a book he knew would not be published. 

He was a National Book Award winner who had written two 
bestsellers. 

How could this happen to him? 

If it could happen to him, could it happen to you? 

If you tried to write like he did would it happen to you? 


One of my favorite books is Conversations with Nelson Algren, 
by H. E. F. Donohue. 

If you want to be a writer, Conversations with Nelson Algren is 
a book you should read. 

I write about the sack and the blacklist. 

I write about feeling paranoid. 

Losing heart. 

Losing my innocence. 


I have kept my innocence. It is an acquired innocence, not a 
simple, naive innocence. It was tested in the annealing flame of 
experience. Of 38 years of rejection by New York. 

I test it every time out. 

Can I do this? 

Can I keep from being depressed, cynical, or pessimistic? 

Can I stay positive, focused, and not distracted by side shit, 
don’t give me none of that side shit. 


If you’re sane, and everybody else is crazy, you're crazy, 
relative to them. 

Sanity is a normative concept. 

The censor was the magistrate who took the census. 

What was right and wrong depended on what was popular and 
unpopular. 
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Ostracism tantamount to death, in primitive societies. 
From the Greek word for potsherd. Used in the balloting. 
Job scraped his boils with a potsherd. 


The Buzzard Cult is named after the Southeastern Ceremonial 
Complex, a revitalization movement that swept the Lower 
Mississippi Valley just before and after European contact. 

I was trained as a dirt archeologist. A Southeastern 
archeologist. 


In The Southeastern Indians, Charles M. Hudson writes, 


It has often been observed that something of the frontier 
still hangs on in the culture of the South. Partly this came 
about because of the isolation of the South during the Civil 
War, and partly it is because of the bitter poverty in the 
South for many decades afterwards. Southerners continued 
their frontier ways after such ways were abandoned 
elsewhere because they could not afford any other. Is it 
stretching things too far to see a hint of the Southeastern 
Indian in some of this frontier heritage? Is there something 
of it in the Southerner's love of hunting and fishing? And is 
there something of it in the Southerner's admiration of wild 
and reckless bravery? 


I’m just a good old boy. A hick. 
I call what I write Hick Lit. By analogy with Chick Lit. 
I call Chick Lit Chick Lite. 


I send it to New York. 
I write another book. A new book. 
Everything else is side shit. Keep on writing. 


On the Necessity of Vocational Disobedience. 
If you’re a writer, that’s who you disobey. 
Dem. 
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MEN CHASED HER, CHARMED HER CHEATED 
SHE OUTFOXED THEM 


by 
Jock Woodford 
and 


John B. Tharipson: 


SHE WAS NO BETTER THAN SHE HAD 


